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Abstract 

 

This paper aims to explore in what ways the official discourse about the concept of 

‘the student’ in the English higher education has changed by analyzing the discourses in 

three distinctive time periods: the period of the higher education expansion in the 

1960s, the period marking the advent of neoliberalism from the 1980s to the early 

2000s, and the post-2010 period of contemporary reforms in England.  

The study employs the historical and documentary analysis as the main 

methodology to address the following research question:  How has the official discourse 

about the concept of ‘a university student’ changed in the English higher education from 

the period of the higher education expansion in the 1960s until contemporary times?  It 

argues that the concept of 'the student’ is determined by the principles and purposes of 

higher education negotiated between the universities and the government and gets 

altered under the prevailing social and political conditions of the time.  

Through the review of the major official documents, such as governmental policy 

documents, key reports commissioned and endorsed by the British governments, white 

papers and various education legislative acts, a typology of student discourses offering a 

broad historical dimension is compiled. The discussion of causes and consequences of 

the altering discourses within this typology is carried out following Lyotard’s 

perspectives on postmodernism.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

  

‘It is the essence of higher education that it introduces students to a world of 

intellectual responsibility and intellectual discovery in which they are to play their part. 

They have to be taught techniques and methods and acquire a corpus of relevant 

knowledge; but, more important, they have to be inspired to learn and to work’ 

(Robbins, 1963, p. 181). 

‘A good student is not simply a consumer of other people’s knowledge, but will 

actively draw on all the resources that a good university or college can offer to learn as 

much as they can… We look at how higher education institutions can create a learning 

community where engagement of students is encouraged, their feedback valued and 

complaints resolved transparently and as soon as possible’ (BIS, 2011).  

I would like to start with the above two excerpts from two documents in the 

English higher education history. The first one is taken from what is considered the 

‘constitution of higher education, the 1963 Robbins Report, a major national report that 

framed the expansion of the English higher education(Scott, 1988). The second one is 

taken from the 2011 White Paper titled Higher Education: Putting Students at the Heart 

of the System by the UK Coalition government of the time. This White Paper is argued to 

be one of the main documents stipulating the sustainable funding of higher education 

by inviting students to contribute to their education through a three-fold increase of 

tuition fees (e.g. Molesworth, Scullion and Nixon, 2010). The details of these documents 

will be analyzed further in this study, yet a glance at them shows that these texts are 

different not only because they are half a century apart, but because their rhetoric is 

fairly distinct. What do these texts tell us about the students? The first text centering on 

the idea of a university as searching for truth and discovery clearly positions the student 

as someone whose primary task is to join the conversation of the intellectual pursuit of 

knowledge and truth. The vocabulary of the second text transitions us into a different 

world, where the student is described as someone ‘consuming’ the knowledge of 
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others’, almost without making any contribution to one's own and whose engagement 

with the learning community is made through mechanisms of feedback and complaints.  

What this deliberate contrast of the above texts demonstrates is that the 

contemporary understanding of the concept of the student seems to have diverted from 

the ‘constitutional’ principles of higher education in the Robbins report. It collates with 

the question Cowen (2013, p. 42) ponders: ‘how on earth did we (the UK) get ‘here’ 

from ‘there’? In other words, if Robbins is the departure point for the principles of the 

university and the student, what happened to these principles on the way to the 

creation of the contemporary university system?  

Students are certainly at the heart of the higher education, they are central to 

the higher education, and the discussion about higher education inevitably entails the 

question of what it means to be a student and what the concept of the student 

embraces.  

The reference to the Oxford English Dictionary Online shows that the word 

‘student’ originates from the Latin ‘studium’ which means ‘painstaking application’, 

supposedly referring to scholars devoting themselves to theological studies (OED 

Online). From the fifteen century onwards, the concept of ‘a student’ came to denote a 

person undergoing a study at university. While the signifier ‘the student’ as someone 

undergoing a study at a university has remained constant over time, the whole concept 

of what it means to be a student and the ways to talk about it have changed 

significantly.  

The altering nature of the concept of the student, the altering nature of the 

language in which the students are conceptualized in the official discourse, and how the 

concept is located in the broader debate of higher education have become a matter of 

concern in a growing number of studies. For instance, in her study of the impact of the 

consumerist model of education on the status of the students, Williams (2013) draws on 

the data from the government papers, speeches and the media in the UK to argue how 

the contemporary students are portrayed as consumers and analyses the different 
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political and economic forces that encourage the adoption of such a consumerist 

rhetoric. In a comparative study across some European countries, Brooks (2017) 

investigates the extent to which the understanding of the concept of the student differs 

in Europe. She agrees on the prevailing consumerist notion of the student, but also 

contends that the rhetoric of the shared European Higher Education Area brings 

forward discourses about students as ‘managers of their lives’, workers, family 

members. In her research on the student agency, Klemencic (2015) suggests that 

students are often described as stakeholders and partners, especially in the framework 

of shared university governance in the European Higher Education Area.  

At the same time, in analyzing the changes in the notion of the student these 

studies claim that the more ‘traditional’ descriptions of students as learners and 

intellectuals are vanishing from the official discourses. For instance, Andel (2010) 

develops an argument that the current policy discourses position the students more and 

more as customers that undermine the academic aspect of talking about the student. 

The reference to the two excerpts from the official papers at the beginning of this 

chapter is but one example to demonstrate this concern.  

To examine how the concept of the student in the official discourse has altered 

from the period of higher education expansion in the 1960s until contemporary times in 

England will be the primary focus of this study. 

 This study is distinctive in a number of ways. Firstly, it centers on the concept of 

the student and the ways it has altered over time in the official discourse, thus 

supplementing the scarce debate on the concept of the university students. The existing 

research into the students within the higher education system mainly focuses on issues, 

such as the student experience in universities, the altering composition of the student 

body and its diversity, the widening access to higher education, the roles students play 

within the university system. Drawing on empirical data, these studies mostly deal with 

the students as real people in particular contexts of their universities, whereas studies 

on the concept of the student and the ways it has altered over time seem to be very 
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scarce. Thus, this study aims to contribute to the existing literature on the university 

students by discussing the changing nature of the concept of the student as a social 

category.   

Secondly, what makes this study significant is that it places the historical 

dimension as central. While there are numerous historical studies examining the 

students within the higher education debate, their primary focus seems to be more on 

the changing functions of universities over time, whereas the discussion about the 

students takes a form of an occasional chapter in these studies. By placing the students 

at the centre of research, this study aims to analyze the ways in which the official 

discourses about students have changed over time. It will thus bring a wider historical 

dimension that is crucial not only for understanding the past debates but is also 

essential in exploring the present perspectives.   

Lastly, this paper does not merely explore how the transitional nature of the 

concept of the student. Rather, it gives the central importance to the concept of the 

student by situating it against the changing nature and functions of the universities in 

England.  

Hence, the study aims to examine how the concept of ‘the student’ has been 

constructed in the official policy texts in the higher education system in England. It seeks 

to explore in what ways the official discourse about students has changed over time by 

analyzing the discourse in three distinct time periods: the period of higher education 

expansion in the 1960s, the period marking the advent of neoliberalism from the 1980s 

to the early 2000s, and the post-2010 period of contemporary reforms in England.   

The main research question guiding this study is: How has the official discourse 

about the concept of ‘a university student’ changed in the English higher education from 

the period of the higher education expansion in the 1960s until contemporary times?  

I argue that is that the concept of 'the student’ is determined by the principles and 

purposes of higher education negotiated between universities and the government and 
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gets altered under the prevailing social and political conditions of the time. Hence, as a 

social construct, the concept of ‘the student’ cannot be disentangled from social, 

political and economic changes that underpin the transformation of higher education.  

The selection of these time-periods is justified by the major policy changes taking 

place in English political and economic environment that affected the higher education 

system in England and brought about shifts in the discourses about students. These 

periods are also marked by the publication of the key official documents that specify the 

purpose, the functions and the structure of the universities and define the notion of the 

student. Thus, the era of the 1960s marks the expansion of the higher education system 

and the creation of the system of the higher education according to the principles laid 

out in the 1963 Robbins Report (Scott, 1988). The era of the 1980s marks the major 

paradigm shift in the policy development in England altering the official discourse about 

the university and the student premised on the economic vision of education by the 

Thatcher government(Becher and Kogan, 1992). The official rhetoric of the post-2010 

era is argued to strengthen the economic vision of education, as well as trigger a 

paradigm shift in the teaching and learning in higher education, particularly with the 

introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework (Neary, 2016).  

This study primarily focuses on the case of England. What makes England an 

interesting case is two factors. The first is the relatively short time in which its higher 

education system has undergone a rapid expansion from a publicly funded, fairly elitist 

education system in the mid-twentieth century into a massive system. The second is the 

velocity with which the system adopted market-driven mechanisms, thus becoming the 

first country in Europe to adopt the quasi-market principles in the education system. 

The study of the English system can be a valuable case given the global tendencies of 

higher education expansion and the spread of market-driven reforms across various 

countries.  
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Chapter Overview  

The study is organized into 3 thematic chapters, in addition to the introduction 

and the conclusion. The three main chapters are organized as analytical chapters based 

on the findings from the main documents and their analysis. By opting for this approach 

in the presentation of the study I was guided by the following logic. The centrality of the 

historical dimension in my study allowed me to view the three time periods as my 

departure points for analysis. Each of the periods was distinct in their political and 

economic landscapes for the higher education debate, which made it reasonable to 

organize the available data around them and situate the discussion pertinent to each 

period into separate chapters. For these reasons, each chapter is organized as a mini-

literature review, followed by the discussion of the findings from the relevant 

documents of each period. This allowed me to avoid redundancies in reviewing the 

literature as a separate chapter and enabled to map the discourses about the students 

in each period. The analysis of the documents is brought together under the 

interpretative framework of post-modernism in the final chapter.  

The introductory chapter sets the scene, explains the significance of the study, 

its main research questions, as well as explains the methodological underpinnings of the 

study.  

In Chapter 2, I explore the discourses about students in the 1960s which is prior 

to the massive expansion of the higher education system. I analyze the dominant 

discourses that shaped the concept of students against a number of transformations 

taking place in that period. This chapter looks into the notion of a traditional student 

and the ways it was altered in the era of higher education expansion under the Robbins 

reforms, as well as the political protests of the late 60s. The main official document 

reviewed is the 1963 Robbins Report. I draw on the available data from the official 

conference proceedings, institutional catalogues, as well as use data from other 

commentators writing about the students in this period.   
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In Chapter 3, I examine the language used to describe students in the period of 

the early 1980s after the expansion of the system and within the context of the 

Thatcherite reforms. I analyze how the reforms marking the advent of neoliberalism 

triggered shifting discourses about students and their universities. My analysis is based 

on the main policy documents, such as the 1985 Jarratt Report, the 1987 White Paper 

on Top-Up Loans for Students, the 1988 Education Reform Act and the 1993 Charter of 

Higher Education. A sub-section of this chapter is dedicated to the 1997 Dearing Report.  

Chapter 4 looks at the contemporary official texts of the 2010-2017 periods. The 

analysis of major official texts of this period seeks to demonstrate the impact of 

neoliberal reforms upon the discourses about students. Major documents analyzed are 

the 2010 Browne Report, the 2011 White Paper on Higher Education: Putting Students 

at the Heart of the System, the 2017 Higher Education Act and the 2015-2017 Teaching 

Excellence Framework 

The final chapter concludes the study and locates the analysis in the post-

modernist framework proposed by Lyotard. I use postmodernism to discuss the 

concepts and insights into the profound changes that the higher education faces in the 

post-modern society from a variety of economic, political, cultural and informational 

sources. I summarize the discussion by proposing a typology of student discourses 

identified from the prevailing literature.   

Methodological Considerations  

This study lies within the historical and documentary research approach. The 

methodology employed here draws on documents as the main source of analysis. By 

documents, I refer to written papers, such as policy reports, committee papers, bills and 

other key official texts that have been produced and are publicly available.  

As noted above, the collection of the key documents was done purposefully with 

reference to the publications that appeared to specify the purpose, the functions and 

the structure of the universities and define the notion of the student for each of the 

periods. The documents are studied in their form and organization, as well as in their 



12 
 

content. I regard the documents in relation to their context, that is relating ‘text to 

context’ (Mcculloch, 2004, p. 5) by understanding why they were produced and why 

they employed the specific language in which they were produced. This approach, 

following Fairclough (2003), allows regarding texts as social constructs, whereby, the 

discourse that these texts represent is viewed as grounded in the social practice. In this 

approach, the document analysis will be based on the interpretivist framework of 

analysis, one of the three broad traditions in the theoretical approach to document 

analysis (Mcculloch, 2004).  

The main method for data analysis has been adopted from Auerbach and 

Silverstein’s (2003) model for thematic analysis. The model includes a two-step analysis 

that is applied in my documentary analysis. In the first step, ‘making the text 

manageable’ (p.42), text documents are analysed on the matter of relevance and 

applicability. Based on the research question, I view the relevance related to two 

concrete actions: one is the identification of the particular discourses about students in 

the major official documents of the particular periods; second, I am guided by the 

periods that mark the paradigm shifts in the discourses.  I do not claim that the selection 

of the texts is comprehensive and exhaustive, yet the texts allow tracking the paradigm 

shifts in thinking about the universities and their students. As a second step, a list of 

repeated ideas is identified from the text and is grouped into themes. As a result of the 

analysis of the repeated ideas with similar themes, I propose a typology of the student 

discourses. The resulting typology drawn from the literature over the period of 1960s-

2017 is discussed in relation to the analytical framework in the final chapter of this 

study.  
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Chapter 2. Discourses about Students in the 1960s 

 

The students of the period of the 1960s in England were situated against the 

post-Second World War environment and the economic recovery of the country. The 

composition of the student body at the end of the war was made up of the middle-class, 

self-funded, predominantly male population. By the end of the 1960s, this situation 

began to change influenced by a number of stages in the history of English higher 

education (Becher and Kogan, 1992). These stages were characterized by the gradual 

expansion of the system, the introduction of the funding mechanisms for students and 

the establishment of the new governance mechanisms for the students in universities. I 

discuss each of these developments in the sections below.  

Relevant to the period of the 1960s, I have identified 5 categories of discourses 

about students. Three of these discourse categories, namely, students as adolescents, as 

new students and as activists and community members are discussed in relation to the 

specific events of the period that triggered these discourses. Two distinct discourses, 

namely, students as intellectuals and as partners, have been distinguished by me from 

the 1963 Robbins Report, which was used as the main official document source for this 

time period. These five discourses are situated in the broader higher education debates 

and changes taking place in England in the 1960s-1970s.  

2.1. Students as Adolescents 

Historically, the traditional images of students customarily refer to scholars 

dedicating themselves to academic scholarship (Williams, 2013). Being a dominating 

discourse of medieval times and sustained up to the mid-twentieth century in England, 

it co-exists with alternative descriptions of students as wealthy young men seeking 

hedonistic pastimes rather than intellectual growth. This ‘traditional' student body was 

comprised of mostly males, aged 14-17, from wealthy families of aristocrats, as well as 

sons of middle-class knights, merchants, and artisans (Silver and Silver, 1997).  
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Traditional views of students are often associated with those of adolescents. 

These views relate to a number of factors. One is due to the younger age of the student 

population who entered university at the age of 14-15, which remained so until the 

early twentieth century. In part, it was related to the age of majority set at 21, when 

young people could officially be considered as adults. Due to their younger years, the 

students could not be considered adults, at least not legally. The second factor was the 

character of the student body, as single-sex and predominantly male, residing in a 

university that was perceived as a boarding school housing child adolescents. The third 

factor, closely linked to this, is the doctrine of the in loco parentis that meant taking 

parental obligation for the youth by the universities (Silver and Silver, 1997). One way 

this parental obligation was demonstrated was through the model of a pastoral care by 

assigning tutors as students’ academic, religious and personal guides.  

In the 1950s, the discourses about students as child adolescents began to 

disappear and got replaced by those of maturing adolescents. Yet, it was not until 1967 

when following the Latey Report, the age of majority was lowered from 21 to 18, giving 

students the new identity of adults (Silver and Silver, 1997). At that time, the student 

population already embraced a diversity of youth including mature students. According 

to the Report, the university students should have been given greater freedom and 

responsibility, as they ‘brought broader experience with them to college’ (Silver and 

Silver, 1997, p. 30). Moreover, it claimed that entitling adult rights and responsibilities 

would abandon the image of a ‘teenager, as pop fans screaming at airports, gangs 

roaming the streets and long-haired rebels being rude to their headmasters’ (ibid). 

What this change to adulthood brought for the students was a certain sense of 

responsibility. Not only was the student an adult with legal rights and responsibilities, 

he/she was also a responsible learner. The sense of responsibility is seen quite strongly 

in a study by Zweig in 1963 at the Universities of Oxford and Manchester (Zweig, 1963). 

Throughout his study, Zweig comes up with a model of a student who is self-confident 

and cooperative, sociable and orderly, enthusiastic and altruistically-minded. He 
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demonstrates that despite certain dissimilarities in the student profile of each 

institution, there is still a common image of students as ‘sincere young men taking their 

studies seriously, with a sense of responsibility and duty’ (p. xiii). He interprets their 

sense of responsibility quite differently from the responsibility they gained as adults and 

conditions it by a sense of ‘anxiety’. For the students of Zweig, such a responsibility was 

brought to them by the situation after the war and students felt they were 

overburdened with their sense of debt to society for ‘keeping them at the university and 

providing three or more years of good life at a seat of learning' (ibid, p.xiii). What is seen 

from these initial discussions and studies about students is the emergence of the 

responsible adult, who remains perceived as carrying out a duty of learning.  

At the same time, what the study of Zweig partly dwells on is the emergence of 

the new and different category of students, with different perceptions and discourses 

about them.  The pattern of growth in the number of institutions and students that 

dominated the English higher education in the early 1960s brought about a new 

category of students together with shifts in implications for what it meant to be a 

student. This brings forward the second category of discourse about students, which I 

name as new students. To this discussion, I now turn.   

2.2. Students as New Students  

By the 1950s, there were eleven civic universities that were established in 

Victorian Britain. These universities were established by wealthy and influential families 

who assumed that the development and industrial growth in the country would require 

a rise in the educational needs (Truscott, 1951). The foundation of the civic universities 

and another nine between 1900 and 1930 brought about the expansion of student 

numbers and by the early 1960s, there were already 216,000 students in universities in 

England (Kogan and Kogan, 1983). This expansion of the new universities was driven by 

the University Grants Committee (UGC), the central body for funding of universities 

established in 1918. To cater to the ‘needs of the nation' after the WWII, the UGC aimed 

to increase the supply of educated manpower and retain the academic quality. Although 
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this UGC- driven expansion was already in place (and would later get validated in the 

Robbins Report), most of these new universities were still immature and 

underdeveloped and had to yet to overcome problems with quality and standards 

(Truscott, 1951).  

Yet, the appearance of these universities locally founded and funded, brought 

forward a new population of students and newer discourses about them. These 

universities attracted a different student body, one that was different in their cultural 

and social backgrounds and no longer came directly from school, but rather embraced 

full and part time students, women, mature and adult students. The emergence of these 

new categories of students was a response to the demand and the ‘needs of the nation' 

that reflected the growth of occupations demanding education beyond secondary 

school and brought with it the growth in the number of non-traditional students.  

The emergence of these categories of students brought about newer discourses 

about ‘new students’ on campus (Silver and Silver, 1997). Roughly, there were two 

changes marked in the language used to talk about these students.  

One was defined by a certain derogative language used to talk about the arrival of 

new students. In their discussion of the speeches from the conference dedicated to new 

students in 1961 Silver and Silver (1997, p. 27) point to the language in which the new 

students we talked about. They note that the new students were referred to as those 

who ‘came because they have been carried on a sort of academic assembly line into the 

university… without intellectual interest or moral sense of direction’. There is a certain 

extent of alienation in describing these students, as those who stand quite apart from 

the intellectual and cultural elite student population who share a common body of 

knowledge and ways of thinking. These students were thought of as aspiring for 

education merely for gaining useful skills rather than towards a membership to the 

cultural elite. An extract from the speech of Lord James, then a member of the UGC, 

who spoke at the conference is an example of such resentment towards the new 

students. As he points out, a new student is the one ‘who really does not like learning at 
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all. . . he does not like reading; he may quite like Science, but he is, on the whole, 

envisaging the university as the place from which the best jobs in electrical engineering 

are to be obtained’ (Hall, 1963, p. 153).  

What is seen from this extract is the opposition towards both the new type of 

university and its student. This opposition towards the new universities came partly in 

reaction to the narrower subject specialization and its more vocational purposes. The 

new universities of the early 1960s, being urban and provincial, were largely 

underdeveloped, without a clear vision about their purposes. So in their early phases, 

they struggled to incorporate the traditional sense of community typical of the Oxbridge 

model. In Redbrick University Truscott (1951) discusses the attempts of these 

universities to establish new collegiate structures which would provide the students 

with a sense of belonging. The smaller teaching class system, associated with the 

Oxbridge model, was kept as the main means of communication. Despite these 

attempts to maintain the traditional Oxbridge model, the newer universities faced 

stronger opposition towards their organizational structure. In particular, it was the 

appearance of the newer curricular shapes, such as the modular courses, that were 

structured to provide narrowly specialized knowledge. Truscott(1951) develops an 

argument both for and against the creeping vocationalism in the newer universities. He 

argues that the real problem of this narrowness goes deeper into two conflicting ideas 

of education- the old encyclopedic knowledge and the new specialized one. The former 

is no longer achievable, as it vanished with the historical ideal of elite education. As a 

result, the specialized knowledge came in reaction to the encyclopaedism, where ‘as no 

one longer can hope to learn even a little about everything, one should at least learn 

everything about a little’ (p. 131). Such ‘learning everything about a little’, according to 

him, manifests itself in specialized graduates who are experts in their subjects, yet lack 

knowledge about good citizenship and the capacity of life. At the same time, though, 

Truscott contends that vocational teaching in a university does not go against the nature 

of university; rather it is the exclusion of the university’s essential work on the truly 

liberal education through not only acquisition of knowledge, but the thrust for 
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knowledge. This could be achieved by ‘conscientious self-application to the subject 

which one elected to specialize’, together with broader self-study and personal growth 

(ibid, p.52).  

What can be traced from these discussions about the new universities and their 

students is the clear struggle for the preservation of knowledge and resistance to its 

narrowness. This struggle can also be rooted in the clash between the elite and fledgling 

expansion of the higher education system that already was underway in the early 1960s. 

As Trow (2007) explains, the contrast of elite education in England as an education of a 

gentleman with the vocational training of specialized experts was the central feature of 

the expansion of education emerging after WWII. He argues that the political and social 

changes taking place after the War that resulted in the rapid development of the higher 

education system caused a move from elite systems with 3-5 percent of enrollment into 

an expanded system with an intake of up to 40 percent. This rise in the numbers of 

graduates was largely viewed as demonstrating the prevalence of technical education 

over the liberal one.  

By the early 1960s, England was entering a new era of expansion brought by the 

recommendation set out in the Robbins Report in 1963 commissioned by the 

Conservative government. I discuss the developments that led to this inquiry, followed 

by the two categories of discourses extracted from the Report.   

The Robbins Report  

Before discussing the impact of the expansion on the universities and student 

population, it is essential to point at two changes that led to the establishment of this 

inquiry. The first was driven by the strong feeling that the future of the nation depended 

on its technological capacity and the demand for adequate skilled manpower. The 

second was the demand of the young generation wanting to go to university (Layard, 

2014). This formed the central argument of the Report, which was the expansion of 

higher education with a particular focus on the science and technology. The data 

collected to support this argument was used to demonstrate Britain’s determination to 
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restore her position as an industrial and intellectual leader, especially compared with 

the Soviet Union that was considered as a major scientific leader and a strong threat. It 

was also essential to catch up with the level of enrollment in the US, where one in five 

attended university at that time.  

The Report proposed a large increase in the number of full-time students in higher 

education from 216,000 in 1962 and reaching 558,000 by 1980. It was suggested that six 

new universities should be established to provide 30000 new places, in addition to 

expanding the places in existing universities. Granting university status to colleges of 

advanced technologies and the creation of polytechnics were among major proposed 

changes(Robbins, 1963). The White Paper released following the recommendations of 

the report in 1963 accepted the quantitative recommendations which marked the 

beginning of the universities expansion programme (The Select Committee on Education 

and Science, 1969).  

The Report, often regarded as a blueprint for expansion, went far beyond 

recommending the mere increase in the numbers of both institutions and students. 

Despite the underpinning dominant debates of expansion, the Report elucidated the 

essential aims with regard to students and the central purposes of universities. It had 

four explicit aims pertinent to the higher education. Taking into account the political and 

social demands against which this inquiry was initiated it comes as no surprise that the 

first aim was defined as the instruction in skills, as the foundation for the advancement 

of science and technology and the growing demand for highly skilled manpower 

(Robbins, 1963). But the aim of such instruction was not merely the ‘production of 

specialists, but cultivated men and women’ (p.6). The instruction of skills, the Report 

claims, ‘should be taught through the ways that promote the general powers of mind’ 

(Robbins, 1963, p. 6). The Report further builds up on the central values of education 

through the third aim, namely ‘the advancement of learning’, which sets the 

combination of teaching and research as primary functions of universities. By 

recognizing that the combination of teaching and research may vary in different 
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institutions in England, it nonetheless highlights the search for truth as a vital function 

for the existence of universities (ibid). Finally, the social function of universities in 

promoting the cultural life of their communities is set as the fourth aim.  

With this, Robbins set an unprecedented expansion of the higher education 

system, turning the previous elite system by Trow’s classification into a mass higher 

education system by 1980 (where the numbers envisaged by Robbins proved nearly 

correct).  

What imprint did this expansion leave for the concept of the student? It is possible 

to extract two categories of discourses about students from the Report: one that 

positions students as intellectuals and another that regards them as partners in the 

academic community. I will proceed to the category of students as intellectuals first and 

will discuss them as partners. Both of these categories were extracted from the Report, 

as the main official document of that time. However, I will supplement the discussion 

with additional texts available from the institutional texts and commentators.  

2.3. Students as Intellectuals/Scholars  

As seen through its aims, the Robbins Report promoted the intellectual pursuit of 

learning as the prevalent purpose of education for students. This is clearly seen 

throughout the Report. Firstly, it highlights through the two of its aims that education 

should ‘promote the general powers of mind’. Despite the fact that the inquiry led by 

the Robbins Committee was undertaken for the main purposes of political and 

economic transformation in the country, Robbins maintained loyalty to the central 

values of education. Scott (1988), in his analysis of the impact of the Robbins Report, 

contends that this was mainly due to the aristocratic, rather than utilitarian views of 

Robbins towards higher education. For Robbins, the centre of this inquiry was the drive 

of liberal values for the development of an individual citizen and good citizenship.  

Hence, the language he used to talk about the students was that of individuals who had 

great potential to be qualified by their ability and attainment. Despite the instrumental 

purposes of the Report playing out in one of its aims, the place for students in 
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universities is not perceived as merely for employment. This is clear in the second aim of 

the Report, where students are not regarded as future specialists but have a broader 

role to become cultivated individuals. One of the ways to practice this objective, 

according to the Report, is through exposing students to the ‘highest standards of the 

intellectual excellence' in the institutions where they are brought into contact with the 

‘leaders of thought’ (p.151). This is considered the benefit for the young people 

throughout their education. Yet, students are at the same time charged with a certain 

responsibility. This is a different responsibility compared to the one claimed by Zweig, 

where the responsibility of students was towards their society for the opportunity of 

having a seat of learning. The responsibility of students for Robbins was about ‘the 

intellectual and personal growth and discovering a body of knowledge, learning and 

working’ (p.151). This kind of responsibility goes beyond the burden of career chances 

and encompasses the broader values of education that the Report envisaged.  

2.4. Students as Partners 

The second category of discourse about students emerging from the Report 

positions them as partners in their institutions. This conception builds on the intellectual 

purpose of education as the primary function of the student. For the students, this 

intellectual pursuit is a ‘common pursuit of knowledge’ (p. 181), in a partnership with 

their educators and other members of institutions. The Report claims that the element 

of the partnership between tutors and students is one of the core essences of the 

traditional model of higher education. It analyzes that the sense of community 

traditionally associated with the British university should not become lost as a result of 

expansion. Furthermore, the Report claims that although the ethos of the university 

may change due to expansion, the latter will not necessarily be the cause of the loss of a 

sense of community. Robbins constructs this argument on the idea of the university as a 

community, where the language of the university remains dominant. He argues that ‘the 

institutions are not merely places of instruction. They are communities. Every effort 

should be made to provide opportunities for such contact between staff and 

students’(Robbins, 1963, p. 154). This is what the ancient word of universitas means, ‘a 
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corporation, society of community of any kind, a body of persons collectively organized 

and considered in their corporate aspect’ (p. 46). Thus, the purpose of the university, 

not only as a site of learning but as a community and as a public space is promoted in a 

way that neither the staff nor the teachers ‘feel themselves as part of an impersonal 

machine’.  

What Robbins set out was the expansion of the traditional tutorial system, which 

went back to the idea of pastoral care in medieval universities. This idea of pastoral 

care,  without which according to Earwaker (1992, in Silver and Silver, 1997)  a sense of 

tradition in English education cannot be understood, was predicated on the medieval 

model of the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. Characterized by its elite model, a 

certain kind of relation between tutors and students was built within the university 

community. Such a community was a place for socialization that incorporated broader 

relationships between students and teachers, through which social support was 

provided and intellectual encouragement was promoted. As Trow (2007) discusses, the 

tutorial model typical for elite institutions exemplified a certain relationship between 

the teachers and students which conveyed to students the higher ambitions in the 

discovery of and contribution to knowledge.  

However, the expansion of the system is argued to endanger this sense of 

community. Trow (2007), for instance, argues that in mass education systems the 

relationship between tutors and students is briefer and less personal, and rather centres 

on the transmission of skills and knowledge. In its fledgling form, this was already 

evident in the discussions about new universities and new students noted earlier in this 

paper, where the advent of expansion was seen to challenge the sense of community in 

universities.  

Yet, beyond the scheme of expansion, the Report sought to extend the best 

features of the British universities to new student constituencies. Trow (2007) comes to 

support this by arguing that through the expansion of the elite system into mass higher 

education the features of elite system did not disappear, but rather survived in some 
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form or other and the new institutions carried not only larger numbers of students, but 

also some of the traditional functions of the elite institutions.  

What is evident from the official discourse in the Robbins Report is the strong 

language to solidify the perception about students as co-intellectuals who were working 

in consensus and partnership with their educators and peers. Loyal to the liberal values, 

Robbins made it clear throughout the Report that irrespective of the type of institution 

and their growing numbers, the development of the individual citizen was a central 

function of the university. A student was someone who is qualified to contribute to this 

common pursuit of knowledge, rather than someone who can merely exploit it. This 

extract from the Report illustrates the above argument:  

The element of the partnership between teacher and taught in a common pursuit 

of knowledge and understanding, present to some extent in all education, should 

become the dominant element as the pupil matures and as the intellectual level 

of work done rises … (Robbins, 1963, p. 

Concurrent to the developments envisioned by Robbins, the late 1960s brought 

a different discourse and image about students, conditioned by the political situation of 

youth protests. The main transformations taking place in regard to university 

democratization are worth considering as they brought the fifth category of students, as 

members of the community. To this final, fifth category of students, I now refer.    

2.5. Students as Activists and Community Members   

Quite a different image of students comes up with the student protests of the late 

60s. While the students of Zweig were anxious and curious and self-disciplined, they 

have now turned into the radical youth that rejected authority, culture and values of 

their elders. This image was further strengthened by the student activism on and off 

campus in the late 60s. While the nature and motives of the protests are beyond the 

scope of this study, it is worth mentioning that one of the major outcomes of students’ 

protests were the changes in the university governance structure. The movements of 

the 60s were driven by the students’ desire to prove their presence and establish their 
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rights.  Silver and Silver(1997) argue that the image of students was rooted in their 

youth culture and their stance during the student protests reconfirmed their 

identification as adolescents while declaring that they wanted to be regarded as adults. 

  

What the students inherited from their activism was an attempt to redefine the 

nature of a university community and their entry into the new relationship with their 

institutions. The largest of the impacts was the gained representation in the decision 

making processes in the academic community.  This was not universally accepted and 

remained open to various contradictions. While universities were reconsidering their 

regulations for student bodies, the Report of the Committee on Relations with Junior 

Members at the University of Oxford rejected the idea of student participation and 

questioned the notion of authority within the university. It claimed that:   

 ‘Authority within a university must derive from the fact that universities are 

institutions of learning. At particular times universities may perform other tasks, 

but their primary and distinctive function is that of learning. Learning is the 

common activity which links staff with students, just as it is one of the most 

important grounds for distinguishing between them'(The Select Committee on 

Education and Science, 1969, pp. 126–127). 

This excerpt, however, does not look that univocal. On the one hand, it promotes 

a strong language of learning by placing it as the main function of the university 

education. On the other hand, it clearly refuses to regard students as equal members of 

the university community and justifies it by the transient and temporary nature of 

student life compared to the permanent duties of the staff. There is a clear message 

about the different roles these two communities have predicated not on the ground of 

intelligence, but that of knowledge and experience.  

Truscott shares similar position and in his analysis of the student charter of the 

University of Leeds comments on the students’ rights and responsibilities. The charter 

holds that a student had a right to free expression and speech, to participate freely in 
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any activity outside the university, to hold discussions on any subjects and ‘to share in 

the government and administration of the university' (Truscott, 1951, p. 166). For him, 

this final point is a ‘misconception of the nature of the university’, since the students are 

in the university to pursue knowledge, while participation in the matters beyond the 

academic world will likely distract them from their studies. Though this example is a 

decade before the changes in university management took place, the message of 

Truscott is clear: the purpose of the student is to pursue learning. Moreover, not only is 

it a purpose, it is the main responsibility of a student.  

Contrary to this, Eric Ashby, a prominent educationalist of the time, claims that 

the students should be considered as ‘members of a corporation’, as this would mean 

regarding them as adults in their partnership with the academic community(Silver and 

Silver, 1997). Similarly, Sloman (1970, p. 42) argues that the students should have their 

say in the government of the university. For him, this implies a shared responsibility, 

given the necessary qualifications and experiences and commitment of students. In no 

way does he claim this to the detriment of intellectual purposes of students’ academic 

studies. Quite the opposite, students are in a university community with a common 

intellectual purpose and a genuine partnership of students as fully participating 

members.  

Summary of Chapter 2  

 

The discussion about the students in the 1960s indicates a diversity of discourses 

about students and their universities. Each of these discourses reflects the particular 

political and social transformations of a particular time span in the 1960s.  These 

transformations reflect the debates about the students’ status changing from 

adolescents into adults in the early 60s. A strong vocabulary of students as members of 

the community is evident: one that is the shared intellectual community with their 

academic peers and educators and the other one as a shared membership in the 

university governance.  
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Most significantly, the era of the 1960s was about creating the new system of 

higher education, the one that Robbins so skillfully endorsed and approved. Not only 

was a system of higher education established by bringing the scattered institutions 

under a common sector, but it was also brought under the power of the state. In fact, a 

national higher education system was established by Robbins, which, as Scott(1988) 

notes, became the ‘constitution of the modern British higher education’. This 

‘constitution’ established the political and administrative context for the higher 

education in England, yet not to the detriment of the educational and cultural values. 

The liberal nature of the university was preserved and reinforced as an advancement 

and pursuit of knowledge. It was exactly this task that remained central for the 

universities to communicate to their students. It was seen not only in the official report 

of Robbins but also through various university thinkers who adhered to the idea of the 

community of scholars. They emphasized the educational and moral influence of the 

research ethic on students rather than the practical value of research for national needs. 

There was a new stress on the university's role as a transmitter and defender of culture.  

Scott (1998) argues that the higher education has been long important in 

England culturally, and much less economically. I am not convinced that it was less 

important economically. As seen above, Robbins’ inquiry was significantly set to restore 

the economic position and the national needs of Britain, and one way to do this was 

through increasing the manpower as a pre-requisite for the economic recovery. 

However, it was not positioned central to these individuals’ careers and career 

expectations. Rather, it was more in line with the ‘liberal vocationalism’, where the 

intrinsic values of education were preserved and promoted, at least in official discourses 

of that time.  The language, in which both the purpose of the universities and the role of 

the students was spoken, was constructed as educational and culturally beneficial for 

the growing population (Molesworth, Scullion and Nixon, 2010).  

What happened to these purposes and what shifts took place in the language to 

speak about students, and their universities is the task of the coming chapters. In what 
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follows next, I discuss the discourses about students in two subsections. The first one 

dwells on the Thatcherite reforms and their impact on the functions of universities and 

the students in the period of the 1980s. The second subsection deals with the discourses 

of the students in the 1997 Dearing Report, the major official report about the higher 

education situation after the Robbins Report commissioned by the New Labour 

Government. This distinction in the two timelines situates the discussion about students 

into specific political and economic contexts and enables to analyze the official rhetoric 

of the different governments and their policies.  
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Chapter 3: Discourses about Students in the1980s – 1990s 

The Impact of  the Thatcherite Period on Universities   

Envisioned by the Robbins’ reforms, the system of the higher education was 

going through rapid expansion on the way to Britain’s economic recovery, when in the 

early 1970s it was hit by a wave of recession. The new Conservative Government 

headed by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher that came to power in 1979 was to deploy 

its policies against the political and economic challenges of the time caused by the rising 

oil prices, increasing competition from the South and relative decline of industries in the 

traditional North (Molesworth, Scullion and Nixon, 2010). The government was 

determined to get the country back on its feet through ‘rolling back the frontiers of the 

state’, ending the state dependency and introducing the principle of a free market.  

The key to the recovery and an escape from the unemployment was seen by the 

government in education and training, and in order to increase productivity and 

profitability, the efforts were turned towards the people, rather than the economy. This 

was envisioned by increasing the numbers of educated manpower to ensure the 

country’s competitiveness on the global market.  Although there were more students 

studying science and technology in England compared to other advanced countries of 

the US, Japan and Germany (Anderson, 2006), this fact did not sound convincing enough 

for the government that had quite different views about the expansion, and the 

education on the whole.   

The idea of investment in people as the driving force for the modernization of 

the economy in the country was proclaimed as important as other investments, and 

higher education came to be one source of this investment.  Through this, the 

government subscribed to the ideas underpinning the human capital theory that 

emerged in the US in the 1970s and spread across the world. In its simplest form, it was 

based on the idea that individuals had the freedom to invest in themselves. Education 

became  ‘an investment activity undertaken for the purpose of acquiring capabilities 
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that enhance future earnings of the person as a productive agent’ (Schultz, 1971, in 

Williams, 2013, p. 37). The idea of investment operated at two levels: at the individual 

level, with each individual making an investment in their own skills, and at the national 

level, with governments investing in the skills of the people. 

This new philosophy was premised on, what Becher and Kogan call, the ‘the 

economic ideology of education’ (1992, p.12). It was based on the principle that 

education was constructed as an economic resource that should maximize its 

contribution to the economic and industrial development. Building on the neo-liberal 

texts of Hayek and Friedman, the policy making of the government was based on the 

criticism of Keynesianism, opposition to the trade unionism and state intervention in the 

economy.  

Taking the failure of the Keynesian state as an advantage, the government had 

prepared the groundwork for implementing its major politics of intervention and the 

policies for transformations were underway to restore the country’s economy. This 

politics of government intervention was shaped as a principle of the free market, as an 

effective management of the education sector that would force universities to function 

more effectively towards market requirements and be more responsive to industries 

that would employ their graduates (Trow, 1994). 

The future development of the economy in the country, in the government’s 

vision, was possible through reforming the education system from the outside, as the 

existing system of higher education was blamed for the failure to produce educated 

individuals with knowledge and skills necessary for the economy. Assessed as 

conservative and self-serving and lacking entrepreneurial capacity, the universities came 

under attack as ‘ivory towers’ that were detached from the needs of the society and 

were blamed for the country's global economic and political standing and the poor 

performance in international markets (Trow, 1994). A drastic decline in public funding 

affecting universities in their governance, planning and autonomy was put in place.   
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The cuts in public expenditure had already occurred in the early 1970s. The UGC-

administered university grants were reduced by 10 percent due to the inflation in 1972, 

teaching salaries saw immense cuts in 1973-74, the fees for overseas students had been 

increased. The Conservative government, however, added to these reductions in a 

number of ways. For the first time, the overseas students were charged full costs, which 

had a huge effect on different institutions depending on the number of their overseas 

students. Furthermore, the financial support per student continued to decline, together 

with rigid control of university student numbers. The universities were facing financial 

pressures, which significantly affected their relations with the government.  

The analysis of the prevailing literature indicates three possible ways in which 

these relations have changed.  

Firstly, the relationship between the government and the universities was strongly 

affected by the changing roles that each of the sides came to perform. The reduction of 

the public expenditure, in effect, meant that the limited resources must be carefully 

prioritized. The universities came to be held accountable for the funding they received 

from the public purse (Maclure, 1987). As it was the role of the government to hold the 

universities accountable, the politics of control made its way into government policies. 

What was new in the way the control was executed was the shift in the locus of control. 

The politics of the intervention under Thatcherism brought the locus control into the 

hands of the central authorities. Not only were universities under immense financial 

pressures, but they were also under attack by the state for the loss of their institutional 

autonomy. The autonomy of the universities in England had long been managed from 

within, without any interference from the central authorities. The role of the state, and 

the UGC, as the main regulating body, was premised on the politics of non-intervention. 

In the period of the expansion, the academic freedom was meticulously guarded by the 

UGC whose main concern was to ensure that the allocations from the public purse to 

the universities were best served for the national interest (Becher and Kogan, 1992). 

There is a certain paradox in this expansionist consensus. What the Robbins’ reforms 
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contributed to was no less than creating a system of higher education accountable for 

the state, by bringing the funding under the control of the Department of Education. 

Yet, the role of the state was more of a negotiator, than an imposer, and the traditional 

liberal values of universities remained intact. For Robbins, the academic freedom and 

university autonomy were central to his expansionist reforms, as he recognized that 

there was a trade-off between institutional freedom and accountability, with ‘the 

maximum of independence’ possible. In contrast to the principle of coordination 

preferred by Robbins, the principle of the competition between institutions became the 

policy principle that ‘was a surer way to drive up quality than any attempt at central 

planning’ (Maclure, 1987).  

While the government intervention was not unique and uncommon, the area of 

concern was the way in which the higher education has turned to be perceived an arm 

of the state. A concrete manifestation of such policy was the separation of the funding 

for research and teaching, an initiative that was created to instigate competitiveness 

among universities. As Scott(1988) argues, a system of quasi-markets was established 

that on the one hand allowed universities to seek funding for their activities, while on 

the other allowed the government to decide on the quality of these activities. Trow 

(1994) develops this argument by contending that a rhetoric of market was set, coupled 

with an increase in the power of the external assessment and funding agencies, making 

a real shift in power in the world of English higher education.  

The second change in the relations between the government and the universities 

lies in the way the government had repositioned the role of the universities by 

attributing to them an explicitly economic role to pursue. The universities came to be 

positioned more responsive to the economic needs of the country and had to acquire 

their economic role through creating stronger links with the industry. This was evident 

in a number of policy documents of that time. The 1987 White Paper, Higher Education: 

Meeting the Challenge, emphasized that higher education should effectively serve the 

needs of the economy. It stated explicitly that ‘higher education has a crucial role in 
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helping the nation meet the economic and social challenges of the final decade of the 

century and beyond' (DES, 1987, p.iv). Although the Paper recognized that meeting the 

needs of the economy was not the only purpose, this aim was framed as the one that 

‘must be vigorously pursued’. The sectors of industry, commerce and the economy were 

identified by the government as priorities for the higher education to serve to. This was 

envisioned through setting up an Enterprise Initiative that aimed at providing grants of 

100 million GBP to universities for integrating these initiatives into their curriculum and 

academic governance (Becher and Kogan, 1992).  

This restructuring had a considerable impact on the way knowledge was 

conceived and how it related to the economy and the higher education. Knowledge as 

applied, or socially relevant, was now supported more than pure knowledge. 

Universities, within a broader framework of higher education, were primarily seen as a 

channel towards other primary goals, such as industry, business and skills, and ceased to 

be a priority in their own right (Bessant et al., 2015). They were positioned as a key 

element of the ‘knowledge society’, where knowledge and research were focused on 

meeting the economic needs of the country.  

Finally, the changing relations between the universities and the government 

brought conflicting ideas about the central values of universities, their nature and role.  

At the core of this political process was not only the attempt to develop links between 

the universities and industries as seen above but rather to develop universities into an 

industry per se. (Cowen, 1991). The debate was whether the university’s role was about 

the academic pursuit of knowledge, or about transferring skills and knowledge to build 

the economy, or all of it.   

These changes in the relations between the universities and the state created 

new narratives about students in the English universities. How these changes came to 

alter the perceptions and discourses about students is discussed in the following 

sections.  Reviewing the documents of the 1980-1990s periods, I have identified four 

distinct discourses about students: students as non-traditional, as customers, as 
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consumers and as clients. I start with the discourses about non-traditional students as 

one brought by the economic expansion of the Thatcher government. Next, I discuss the 

remaining three discourses brought forward by the market logic of the universities. As a 

separate subsection in this Chapter, I discuss the 1997 Dearing Report and the particular 

discourse about students as lifelong learners.  

3.1. Students as Non-Traditional Students  

The policies of the Conservative government when it came to power in the late 

1970s were strongly affected by the demographic factor of the declining youth 

population. As the higher education system was expanding and the participation rates 

were steady and high, in the years of 1980-1989 the number of 18 year-olds was 

declining reaching 24 percent. To combat this decline, the government proposed that a 

higher number of the age population should be accommodated in the system and 

estimated that the participation rates would reach to 30 percent (Becher and Kogan, 

1992). Since the universities were already expanding their student numbers, without 

extensive funding and prescribed to ensure no deterioration in standards, this policy 

looked quite feasible to the government. In practice, the predictions proved wrong by 

the end of the 1980s, as the students' numbers outweighed the available funding 

available to universities.  

A government policy was set in place to encourage universities to increase 

intakes of students with lower A-level scores and with non-traditional qualifications. The 

polytechnics were the first to embrace the increasing number of such students and by 

1988 out of the total population of full-time students, 43 percent were involved in 

polytechnics. The institutional setup of the polytechnics and their governance, as more 

locally governed, with clearer links to the local industries, enabled this intake of the new 

students. Thus, through this, the Conservative government instigated a new wave of 

expansion. Yet, the government had a different vision for such expansion.  

The major document discussing the involvement of the newer types of students 

is the 1987 White Paper. In it, the government framed its policy for the expansion as ‘a 
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movement towards mass higher education accompanied by greater institutional 

differentiation and diversification’. The principles of the free market and choice were 

promoted to students who would now be able to select from a diversity of institutions. 

As Anderson (2006) argues, what the government proclaimed as expansion was the 

abandonment of the Robbins' principle of academic standard of ‘ability’, which was 

replaced by the ‘ability to choose’.  

This principle was further reinforced by the way the institutions had to adapt to 

the new students. The 1987 White Paper claimed that the ‘institutions of higher 

education will have to adapt their teaching methods and the design of their courses to 

accommodating new types of students’ (DES, 1987). This was yet another abandonment 

of the liberal principles of Robbins for whom one of the main functions of the university 

was the transformation and development of the student, rather than adapting to him.  

The 1988 Education Reform Act (under Thatcher) and later the 1992 Higher 

Education Act (under John Mayor) brought an end to the distinction between the 

universities and the polytechnics in terms of the degree awarding powers and the 

channels for funding. The artificial barriers were now abolished, which allowed for ‘cost 

effective expansion’ through ‘greater competition for funds and students’ (DES, 1991, 

p.12).  Along with the expansion of the numbers of students, more vocational and 

applied courses had been introduced into universities, especially now that the 

polytechnics had been promoted to university status. Trow (1994) argues that through 

such an expansion mechanism the government had wished to influence the older 

universities as well. As locally governed institutions with clear vocational focus and 

hence closer to the business, the polytechnics were considered as more responsive to 

the local community, industrial and regional interests. The non-university sector had 

gained greater access for the non-traditional students, allowed for broader social 

participation, greater flexibility into courses. Thus, the traditional universities had to 

change to compete.  
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3.2. Emergence of Students as Consumers 

Before moving on, it is important at this stage to differentiate between the three 

categories of students: as consumers, customers and clients. Some literature makes a 

clear distinction among these terms (e.g. Maringe, 2011; Williams, 2013), while others 

use the terms interchangeably (e.g. Naidoo and Whitty, 2014). I would like to refer to 

the distinction proposed by Maringe as a useful starting point for understanding the 

nature and the emergence of all three discourses. Maringe (2011, p. 147), in his review 

of the metaphors of the client, customer and consumer, notes that, although all three 

terms are often used interchangeably, there is still a key distinction among them that 

lies in the nature of the relation between people involved. Thus, client relationships are 

long-term, developmental and increasing. Customer relationships tend to be transient 

and short term, associated with being instrumental and manipulative as they are often 

based on the exchange of money and goods or services. Consumer relations are based 

on the utilization of a product or a service. Bailey (2000) invites to make a further 

distinction between the clients and customers. Thus, a client is someone for whom 

professional services are provided, whereas a customer purchases products or services 

according to his or her preferences. For Bailey, the concept of the client entails 

professionalism on the part of the provider and is built on the duties, responsibilities as 

well as a certain level of confidence on both sides. The customer relations are more 

simplistic and are reduced to the level of a sales clerk and a customer. He argues that in 

such relations the parties are placed unequal in terms of their knowledge about the 

product (e.g. the customer may know more about the product than the sales clerk), as 

well as may have little, or no trust in personal relations.  

Based on these distinctions, I opted to discuss below separately the discourses of 

students as consumers, customers and clients, as they appear in different official 

documents.  

The emergence of the student as a consumer tends to rest on the merely 

economic relations between the students and their institutions. As Saunders  (2014) 
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claims, the relationship between the student and their institution ‘becomes embedded 

in the economic relationship between the two’. According to this logic, the student as a 

consumer orientation is driven by the economic relationship between the students and 

their institutions.  

I argue that the emergence of this concept was the result of the broader 

economic view of education that the Conservative government put in place and 

subsequent governments reinforced. It was due to the repositioning of universities as 

adjuncts of industry and the positive reinforcement of this relationship that caused the 

changes in the attitudes for universities and for their students. This was the biggest 

difference, according to Troschitz (2017), in the earlier concept of manpower and the 

way it reflected the idea of a student. He argues that students had always been 

perceived as resources within the doctrine of manpower, such as in the era of expansion 

that required universities to produce particular graduates (of science and technology). 

What has changed with the arrival of the market-led reforms was the discourse about 

students' transformation ‘in the name of the economy', as opposed to earlier liberal 

education views of students' ‘in the name of culture'.   

The official reference to students as consumers starts with the 1988 White Paper 

on Top-Up Loans for Students. Student grants were already decreasing by that time and 

the changes in the student support and the introduction of the loans opened up the 

debate of how students could contribute to education. The concept of the student loans 

was not new in the higher education arena in England, but its previous attempts have 

been rejected by the government. For instance, the 1960 Anderson Report put forward 

the idea of introducing student loans, in addition to the maintenance loans. The idea 

was rejected ‘in a single paragraph’, as it would impose ‘an untimely burden’ on 

graduates starting their careers. Instead, the mandatory student grants for students 

who would qualify for two A-levels were recommended (Hillman, 2013).  

Thus, the discussions about the loans were present in the official domain, but it 

was the Thatcher government that pushed forward the student loans more firmly. 
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Through the 1988 White Paper the maintenance grants were by half replaced with loans 

and for the first time, home students were expected to contribute to their learning. 

Through this document, the government explicitly claimed a number of shifts. One 

brought the idea of education as an economic benefit closer to the students, as it 

claimed that ‘the loans would increase economic awareness of students’. Not only was 

the idea of economy central to the students, but its cost was shared ‘between the 

student, their parents and the taxpayer’ (Hillman, 2013). This way the government 

shifted the responsibility from the nation to an individual student. The Conservative 

government had a different vision of the expansion, which was constructed as an 

economic case, the costs of which could not be met by the state. As Troschitz (2017) 

notes, the urge was to dismantle the system from the dependency on the public purse 

and ‘sell it to immediate clients – the students and employers of graduates’. Although 

there was yet no official rhetoric of labelling students as consumers, Silver and Silver 

(1997, p. 166) contend that these transformations in the set up of the financial support 

to students had been moving towards the American model of the students as the 

purchaser of education.  

3.3. Students as Customers    

The official rhetoric of students as customers first appears in the 1985 Jarratt 

Report, whose aim was to recommend improvements in the efficiency in the universities 

(CVCP, 1985). The Report focused on improving the governance of the universities in 

England and discussed recommendations on the corporate management changes, 

recognition of the Vice-Chancellors and Chief Executive of the university, the 

development of performance indicators and the need for strategic planning. Along with 

these structural changes, the Jarratt Report perhaps is the first one that explicitly 

mentions students as ‘customers’ in the universities. Referring to the importance of the 

national manpower planning, the Report asserts that the provision of the subject trends 

in the universities had become limited compared to the number of young people 

wanting to go to university, and hence both the student numbers and the subject 

allocations should be revised. Within the Report, students are framed as ‘the university 
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customers, who should not be overlooked’ (CVCP, 1985, p. 6). In their analysis of the 

policy changes regarding students in the UK, Kelly et al. (2017, p. 108) note that in the 

Report students appear as individualized customers in the university that is being 

transformed into a corporate enterprise. The authors argue that for the first time the 

students ‘as a collective force’ disappear from the discourse and are replaced by ‘one-

dimensional customers’ (ibid). There is in fact only a single reference to students as 

customers in the Report, yet, according to the above authors, this Report demonstrated 

the political move from the Robbins’ students as members of the democratic 

community towards becoming customers in the market-oriented university. In reality, 

the implications of the Report for the universities were broader, as the Jarratt 

recommendations had led towards the establishment of the principles of the new public 

management (NPM) in England, which according to Rhodes (1994) was the application 

of the neoliberal thinking within the UK public sector. Characterized by a combination of 

control and free-market, private sector management values and structures were 

introduced and imposed upon the public sector, such as a focus on performance, use of 

financial incentives and the shift to the executive power.  

3.4. Students as Clients  

The 1988 Education Act brings an end to the academic tenure, justified by the 

redundancy and financial restraints and following the recommendations in the Jarratt 

Report. The abolition of the tenure, congruent with the principles of the new 

managerialism introduced in the universities, is argued to reconfigure the relations 

between the students and their teachers (Molesworth, Scullion and Nixon, 2010; 

Williams, 2013; Naidoo and Williams, 2014). More precisely, it reinforced the 

contractual relations between the professors and their hiring institutions on the one 

hand and the students on the other.  

The first strong official discourse about the altering relations is evident in the 

1993 Charter of Higher Education (under John Mayor’s government). Throughout the 

Charter, there is an explicit language about education being a service to the students 
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and a stronger emphasis on the rights of students. The aim of the Charter was ‘to ensure 

high standards of service in higher education’ (DFE 1993, p. 1). As the document 

claimed: ‘This charter explains the standards of service that students, employers and the 

general public can expect from universities and colleges and other bodies involved in 

higher education in England... But the focus is on the meeting of your legitimate needs. 

If you are not satisfied with the service you receive, the Charter explains what you can 

do to get it put right’ (DFE 1993: 1-2).  

While seeking to enable students to enjoy their rights to ‘getting information 

about the course, quality, or fair treatment’, the document fundamentally claimed that 

this right was an entitlement because education was a service. Similar to the market 

relations, within the service of education, the students were entitled to receiving ‘a high 

standard of teaching and research supervision’ that included ‘effective management of 

learning by teachers and other staff’ (DFE, 1993, p.12). This statement came to imply 

that the student learning can be managed, but managed by the teachers and other staff. 

As users of this service, the students appeared outside the circle of the academic 

community and were positioned alienated from their learning. Hence, there was a 

certain paradox in this relationship: while placing the decision making into the hands of 

students, the metaphor of the client distanced students from the education process. 

Students were no longer viewed as the co-producers of knowledge, whereas their role 

as passive consumers was given much greater significance (Maringe, 2011). 

At the turn of the twentieth century, the higher education system in England was 

going to witness another wide-scale review of its situation, the results of which were 

documented in the 1997 Dearing Report. In the following subsection, I discuss the 

rhetoric of the Report and the discourse about students as lifelong learners within it.  

The Dearing Report  

Following 18 years of the Conservative government rule, in 1997, the ruling 

power turned to the New Labour government.  
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One of the distinctive acts of the New Labour is the Dearing Report, the first 

large-scale review of the higher education situation since the 1963 Robbins Report. The 

timing of the inquiry was prompted by a number of political situations, amongst which a 

serious wave of capital cuts for universities had been envisioned. Led by Sir Ron Dearing, 

the Dearing Commission was entrusted with the mission to carry out a comprehensive 

analysis of the higher education situation and provide recommendations for its 

development for the future 20 years (Adams and Smith, 2007). The Report produced 93 

recommendations regarding the development of the higher education in the UK.  

The inquiry’s terms of reference set by the government were straightforward:  

to make recommendations on how the purposes, shape, structure, size and 

funding of higher education,  including support for students, should develop to 

meet the needs of the United Kingdom over the next  20 years, recognizing that 

higher education embraces teaching, learning, scholarship and research (NCIHE, 

1997, p. 3).  

The overall vision of the government was that the country needed to develop as 

a learning society ‘through the teaching at its highest level, the pursuit of scholarship 

and research, and increasingly through its contribution to lifelong learning’ (ibid, p.3). 

Within these aims, the Committee advocated a wide vision of lifelong learning – the idea 

that education and training should be available to ‘people at all levels of achievement 

and, to varying degrees, throughout working life and thereafter to enhance leisure and 

the quality of life’ (NCIHE, 1997, p. 72) 

However, as Barnett (in Kelly et al., 2015) mentions, the Report was conceived as 

a fragmented set of policy discourses, reflecting the compromise between the 

communitarian and market-oriented policy narratives characteristic of the New Labour 

Government. Indeed, the Report appears to be one of the most contradictory ones in its 

nature, incorporating Dearing’s vision of the higher education as balancing between the 

liberal principles of Robbins and promoting the economic competitiveness. 
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The compromise between these principles is clearly reflected in the four 

purposes of higher education in the Report: ‘to allow individuals to develop their 

capabilities to their highest potential; to increase knowledge and understanding both 

for their own sake and for their practical applications; to serve the needs of a 

knowledge-based economy; and to play a major role in shaping a democratic, civilized, 

inclusive society' (NCIHE, 1997, p. 72).  

The departure point of the Dearing Report seems to be the liberal idea of 

education central to that of Robbins. Dearing viewed higher education as a benefit for 

the individual. In his view, extending opportunities for the wider population, in terms of 

age, social class, mode of attendance, would invoke a new wave of the expansion and it 

was pertinent to the higher education to embrace the change and respond to it. The 

idea of the expansion is further supported by Robbins-inspired statements of developing 

the powers of mind, cultivating citizenship and searching for truth. Yet, at the same 

time, these goals appear to be at odds with other aspects of the Report that are 

designed as ‘serving the needs of a knowledge-based economy’. Placing higher 

education as vital for the development of the economy, Dearing turns to industry and 

business as potential contributors.  In his view, strengthening of the economic role of 

higher education is feasible through two channels. One is the increase in funding to 

promote cooperation with the industry. The second is strengthening the higher 

education’s role in the local and regional development. Thus, through envisioning 

universities as key elements in the economic development, Dearing carried on 

promoting higher education as a source of human capital.  

The contradictory nature in which the Report regards the role and nature of 

universities equally spreads onto the ways the students get portrayed. The concept of a 

student in a learning society, according to Dearing, encompassed a broader sense of a 

‘learner', yet it was the concept of neither a good person nor the customer. Rather, as 

Barnett(2016) mentions, it was the ‘generic individual human subject'. In the discussion 
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that follows, I discuss in detail the extent to which this concept is indeed void of 

concrete connotations and is full of connotations.  

3.5. Students as (Lifelong) Learners  

One of the serious immediate impacts of the Dearing Report was to charge 

tuition fees for the full-time home undergraduate students. In the past twenty years, 

the student numbers had more than doubled, but the public funding increased by only 

45 percent and the expenditure per student fell by 40 percent. If this situation was to 

change, new sources of income had to be found. This led Dearing to the proposition that 

since graduates were the main beneficiaries of their own education, they should make a 

contribution through 'top-up' fees, additional to the fee element already paid directly by 

the state (Anderson, 2006). The political response to this recommendation was the 

government decision to set a flat fee of £1000 and replace the remaining maintenance 

grant by loans.  

This recommendation, perhaps like no other in the Report, reflects the duality of 

Dearing’s vision of a learning society.  In a language quite explicit, the Report proclaims 

‘a new compact’, a liaison among the universities, industry and the students.  

This is primarily manifested in the way students ‘were invited’ to invest in their 

future. Through the introduction of the fees, the Report sets a view that ‘a responsibility 

of funding should be shared between the government, students and employers’ (NCIHE, 

1997, p. 289). Thus, the students became not only contributors to their learning but also 

bearers of a certain responsibility for their investment, an investment of their ‘time, 

effort and money’ (ibid, p.12).  

Within the Report, the relationship between the institutions and the individuals 

is constructed on the basis of ‘serving’, that is, the universities are positioned as having 

‘an obligation to provide a high-quality service to inform students' choices' (ibid, p.213). 

Paradoxically, while rejecting the idea of students as consumers, the Report nonetheless 

emphasizes that the relationship between students and their teachers is based on that 

of service. This is further observed in the way the students are described as a 
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community. While the Report recognizes that the students will ‘no longer see 

themselves in the future as consumers or customers’, it still places them among ‘clients’. 

For example, in the opening paragraphs of the Report, the Committee justifies the 

importance of lifelong learning as being ‘increasingly responsive to the needs of 

students and of clients’ (ibid, p.10). Similarly, in the way the Committee explains the 

change happening in higher education, it points at the higher education having 

‘expanded opportunities, changed and adapted to the needs of students and other 

clients' (p. 17). Placing students among the clients of the universities, such as 

businesses, or employers, clearly, deviates from the stated aims of the social demand 

for education.   

It appears that the relationship between the student and their universities is 

built on the logic of investment, which, according to the Report, is cemented under the 

notion of lifelong learning.  

This notion of lifelong learning is portrayed as a partnership of teachers with 

their students through the delivery of a learning experience. The Report recognizes that 

the universities, through their teaching, should promote student’s learning strategies, 

guide their learning, acknowledge and boost their learning strategies and learning 

styles, thus equip them as lifelong learners. Yet, this relates to learning about the 

particular subject that would be of practical benefit for students’ employment, rather 

than the Robbins-like cultivation of broader learning and working throughout life.  

Furthermore, the students are placed at the centre of the learning and teaching 

process, as receivers of ‘enhanced’ teaching and learning. One way this enhancement 

could be made possible was through the establishment of the Quality Assurance Agency 

(QAA) as a single unit for audit and assessment of institutions. Among manifold 

functions, the QAA was called to develop a code of practice on the student support and 

guidance that would contribute to the enhanced learning. While the development of the 

quality assurance mechanism was presented as important for the student 

empowerment, in reality, it added to the instrumental vision of the students. The 
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government’s concern was to ensure students’ rights are protected and voices are 

heard, as they were now financial contributors to their learning experience. This way an 

external body was created with a mission to protect the students’ rights to quality 

learning. This had serious implications for the relationship between the students and 

their tutors. Not only was the partnership between the students and the academics 

presented as a service-provider, it was positioned against each other, whereby this 

practice came to homogenize the student experience and remove the trust from the 

individual lecturers (Williams, 2013).  

Thus, as seen in the Dearing document, the idea of students as learners comes to 

be conceptualized differently despite the approximation to Robbins-inspired liberal 

ideas of education. The economic vision of the universities, as ‘central to the economic 

well-being of the nation and individuals’ imposed a fairly instrumental vision of the 

students as well. This instrumental and individualist vision of the students gets more 

explicit in the official documents of consecutive governments in the post-2010 period 

discussed in Chapter 4.  

Summary of Chapter 3 

The four types of discourses, namely students as consumers, as customers, as 

clients, as non-traditional reflecting the policies of the Conservative government of the 

1980s and the discourse about the students as lifelong learners within the policies of the 

New Labour in the late 1990s point at the shifting perceptions of the students in relation 

to the universities and to the state on the whole.  

Three of the discourses about students, namely, students as customers, clients, 

and consumers, appeared as a result of the economic vision of education that the 

Thatcher government introduced and the consecutive governments pedalled on. Part of 

it was due to the decline in public expenditure. Yet, fundamentally, it was due to the 

changing relationship between the state and the university that brought the re-appraisal 

of the role of the university in the society. The fourth discourse of non-traditional 

students was a continuation of the earlier discourses from the 1960s about the new 
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students in the non-university sector. The policy of expansion of the new government, 

framed on a principle of a free market, rejected many of the central ideas and policies of 

the Robbins Report. As  Anderson (2006) notes, the ability to pay, rather than the ability 

came to be the determinant for the participation in higher education. Hence, education 

was advocated on different principles from those of Robbins and the idea of the market 

was used to justify the expansion of the system (Saunders, 2007).  

The fifth category of discourse, namely student as lifelong learners, has been 

identified in the Dearing Report under the New Labour government. The contradictory 

nature of the Report and the way it conceptualized the students showed a glimpse of 

hope for the revival of the Robbins-like liberal values of the education, however, was 

still immensely overshadowed by the economic vision of the universities and its role in 

the society.  

Undoubtedly, the situation with the English universities had been progressively 

changing. As Becher and Kogan (1992) claim, the English universities had not been 

before part of the state planning and bureaucracy. With the introduction of the 

principles of the new public management, as an integral part of the creeping 

neoliberalism, the government started to execute greater control and influence by 

reinforcing accountability in return for funding. At the same time, it had encouraged 

managerial efficiency within institutions and allowed the market forces to operate 

between institutions, thus introducing the quasi-market and new forms of 

managerialism.  

These changes affected both the discourses and the perceptions about students. 

The rhetoric about students was now loaded with the notion of ‘responsibility’, ‘anxiety’ 

and ‘hardship’. In contrast to the similar discourses in the 1960s about the ‘new 

students’, the rhetoric now spread to larger groups of students and implied anxieties of 

the financial hardship and the unemployment. This was different from the Zweig’s 

anxious students, discussed in Chapter 2, for whom the anxiety meant stronger 

responsibility for the opportunity to be educated. The new rhetoric about students 
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contributing to their education was filled with values of individualism and self-reliance 

that came to replace the spirit of compassion and citizenship rights(Harvey, 2005). This 

rhetoric becomes quite systematic in the official documents after the period of the 

1990s. As the following Chapter will demonstrate, the transformation of the higher 

education in England under the increasing dominance of neoliberal principles will come 

to reinforce the economic vision of universities and the students within them.  
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Chapter 4: Discourses about Students in the Post-2010 Era  

 

In the subsections within this Chapter, I discuss four types of discourses that I have 

identified in the official documents of this era. The main documents discussed here are 

the 2010 Browne Report and the 2011 White Paper Students at the Heart of Higher 

Education System that was largely informed by the Browne Report. I also discuss the 

2017 Higher Education Act and its main element, which is the Teaching Excellence 

Framework. These documents are argued in the literature as reinforcing the economic 

vision of the students as consumers or customers (e.g. Molesworth, Scullion and Nixon, 

2010; Williams, 2013; Naidoo and Whitty, 2014). In my analysis of the above documents, 

I relate to the majority of opinions about the enhanced consumerisation of the student 

discourses. However, in my review of these documents, I focused on the key vocabulary 

throughout them, which allowed me to come up with a certain category of the discourse 

about the students. Thus, the discourse about the students in the Browne Report is 

framed by me as students as investors, whereas the discourse in the White Paper is 

students as intelligent/rational consumers. The discourse of the TEF document is quite 

distinct in its nature and has been labelled by me as students as excellence evaluators. I 

now turn to each of the document to analyze each type of the discourse.  

The 2010 Browne Report and the 2011 White Paper  

In 2009, a new government department called the Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills (DBIS took the responsibility for higher education in the UK. 

Through this, according to McArthur (2011, p. 738), the term ‘higher education’ 

disappeared from the name of the department that was responsible for it. This change 

reinforced that higher education was no longer seen as a priority in its own, but rather 

as an instrument towards the development of other aims, specifically business, 

innovation and skills. This was reflected in the mission of the department, which ran as:  
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to build a dynamic and competitive UK economy by creating the conditions for 

business success; promoting innovation, enterprise and science; and giving 

everyone the skills and opportunities to succeed (DBIS, 2009a).  

In 2010, the incoming Coalition government formed between the Conservative 

and Liberal Democratic parties inherited the report on the assessment of financial 

support for the students in England. The report titled The Independent Review of Higher 

Education Funding and Student Finance was commissioned by the Labour government in 

2009 and chaired by Lord Browne. The focus of the Review was larger than solely the 

review of the funding policy. According to Callender and Scott (2014), the review had a 

three-fold focus: to increase higher education participation, to improve quality as 

employers required more skilled graduates, and to create a sustainable funding system 

that would safeguard the higher education participation.  

The recommendations of the Browne Report operated in the context of global 

recession and an immense decline in public expenditure, which according to the above 

authors explain the emphasis on the unprecedented market pressures in higher 

education. This was explicitly claimed by Lord Browne himself at the launch of the 

report that the Committee put forward a ‘blueprint for ‘a new paradigm in [English] 

higher education’ (Scott, 2014). This new paradigm, according to Scott (2014), 

represented a new model of policy development in England that originated under 

Thatcher in 1980 and was further consolidated under consecutive governments. In sum, 

this policy was characterized by the subordination of higher education to the needs of 

industry and business, more intervention into education under the name of 

accountability and improved management.  

What was peculiar about the Browne review was perhaps the stronger than ever 

emphasis on the economic narratives for higher education and the role of universities. 

As Scott (2014) argues, the discourse of the ‘market’, ‘greater competition’, and 

‘information and choice’ got wedged into the government policies. One of the channels 

this discourse was promoted was through the establishment of the new funding system 
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and increase in the tuition fees for students. Arguing against the upfront payable tuition 

fee of £1000 and claiming that it restricts the students’ chances of equal access, Browne 

introduced the principle of the deferred contribution that meant for students to 

contribute through the repayment of loans. As a result, fees were capped at £3000 

varying among institutions and the Office for Fair Access was created as a safeguard for 

the equal access to institutions.  

This change brought serious implications for the role of universities and the 

concept of the student. Building upon the market-oriented policies, the Report gave a 

new spark to the marketised view of education for the students. As Williams (2011) 

notes, the word ‘student’ is used in this document 664 times, yet, this document, more 

than others, positions higher education as a marketplace. This clearly manifests itself in 

the dominant language about students, which I identify as that of investors. I discuss 

this manifestation in detail in the following section.  

4.1. Students as Investors  

The idea of investment lies at the core of the Report, as the first principle of the 

Report states:  

There should be more investment in higher education – but institutions 

will have to convince students of the benefits of investing more (Browne, 

2010).  

The idea of investing into education experience is definitely not a novel principle 

and it was demonstrated earlier in this study how this principle crawled into the official 

texts. What was new in the Browne’s review about students was the stronger than ever 

emphasis on the investment and the investment primarily by the students themselves.  

To construct this discourse of investment, the Report places the students ‘at the 

heart of the system’ and places the notion of ‘choice’ as central to students’ learning. To 

be able to make this choice, students need to have enough information or advice, the 

lack of which is presented in the Report as one of the main impediments towards quality 
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learning. The idea of the choice as central to the students’ decisions gives the students a 

new type of responsibility, one where their choices ‘will shape the landscape of higher 

education’(Browne, 2010, p. 25). This position is justified in the Report by the argument 

that the students are best placed to make the judgment about what they want to get 

from participating in higher education. Moreover, they will carry this responsibility 

further into the employment areas where it is expected that ‘students will take their 

custom to the places offering good value for money’ (ibid, p.26). Thus, it appears that 

students have become responsible for their choice at two levels: one at the level of the 

learning experience, and another at the level of seeing further benefits of such 

experience in their careers. The setup of a single Higher Education Council, whose 

primary role was ‘to look after the students’ interests and the public investment in 

higher education’, was one of the mechanisms envisioned by Browne to safeguard and 

promote economic benefits of students.  

The universities are also not void of this responsibility. The concept of the 

student choice places an obligation upon the universities to enable the best choice for 

the students. In Browne’s vision, this concept of choice promotes competitiveness 

among institutions, as it becomes the responsibility for them to attract students willing 

to pay for their education. Words, such as ‘convince’, ‘persuade’ become core functions 

of the universities that are charged with the obligation to attract students for their 

courses that are value for money.  

This obligation for the universities is presented as a promise for better autonomy 

that will enable the institutions to respond to the students’ needs. As the Report claims, 

‘institutions will have more autonomy than today to respond to what students want’ 

(ibid, p.27). Furthermore, this autonomy will instigate competition among the 

universities for better quality. At the same time, though, the consequences for the 

universities unable to keep up with the competition for students will result in reduced 

funding. In a rather punitive-sounding language, the Report states that: 
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 ‘Increasing competition for students will mean that institutions will have 

stronger incentives to focus on improving teaching quality. If they are not able to 

attract enough students, their funding will decrease’ (p.48).  

The relationship between students and institutions gets further sealed by the 

Student Charters operating on the principle of information provision on university 

courses. The idea that information should be presented as transparent as possible gets 

materialized in the form of Key Information Sets (KIS) that will enable students to make 

quick decisions on their choices. In a manner similar to buying a car, students can 

compare the information about the universities and make their decision.  Presented in 

the form of the KIS, the education experience for the student was reduced into 

quantifiable sets of experiences which can be measured.  

Hence, the relationship between students and universities comes to be redefined 

according to the principle of individual financial benefits for students, while dwelling on 

the greater efficiency and responsiveness on the part of the universities. In their 

discussion of the market policies, Brown and Carasso (2013) argue that these benefits 

relate well to the economics literature, which is projected onto the field of education. 

On the one hand, the market competition may increase the efficiency of the resource 

distribution that underpins the competition between institutions and triggers the 

institutions to be responsive to the needs of stakeholders, such as students and 

employers, as well as various private and other agencies. However, it is argued in the 

literature that these principles are not entirely if at all, applied to higher education (e.g. 

Barnett, 2016). For one, the notion of the information presented as a key component of 

such market in the higher education rests upon the concept of the ‘information 

asymmetry’ about the product or its quality between suppliers and customers (Brown 

and Carasso, 2013, p. 124). But these rules cannot be completely applied to the 

universities, as the outcomes of the higher education experience, which is conceived as 

a ‘post-experience good’ can hardly be traceable to an immediate experience and can 

appear in later stages of life.  
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In 2011, based on the recommendations of the 2010 Browne review, the Coalition 

government publishes a White Paper titled Higher Education: Putting Students at the 

Heart of the System. Largely in line with the goals of the Browne Report, the White 

Paper contained a number of proposals regarding three major themes, with the 

overarching theme to secure a sustainable funding system for higher education. This, 

according to Scott (2014, p.48), was framed as given: ‘that there was no alternative to 

the new government’s deficit reduction strategy. The Paper’s second aim was the need 

to improve the student experience and the third one was to increase social mobility. The 

rationale for all three themes was worded by the government as: ‘we want a diverse, 

competitive system that can offer different types of HE so that students can choose 

freely between a wide set of providers’ (Brown and Carasso, 2013, p. 38).  

The rhetoric of the White Paper continued the market-oriented policy intentions 

set in the Browne Review. The implications of creating such a sustainable funding 

system of higher education were immense for the students:  the government 

introduced a threefold increase in the tuition fees, allowing the universities to charge 

undergraduate students up to £9000 per year. Presenting this change as a ‘drive 

towards more responsive system’, the government reaffirmed the position of students 

at the heart of the system. This time, placing financial power in the hands of students 

was presented as a ‘meaningful choice’ for the students. Reinforcing the previous 

rhetoric in the Browne review, the White Paper carried the discourse about students as 

investors into a different level. In my view, this discourse gets constructed around the 

student as an intelligent/rational consumer, which I discuss below.  

4.2. Students as Intelligent/Rational Consumers 

For the government, the goal of the higher education, expressed in the White 

Paper, was defined as being ‘more responsive to student choice’ (BIS, 2011, p. 24). As 

the title of the White paper suggests, this responsiveness of the higher education sector 

guarantees that students ‘are at the heart of the system’. Indeed, taking the principles 

of the competition between institutions, diversity and efficiency of the system as 
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fundamental, the White paper reinforces the principle of the ‘enhanced autonomy’ for 

the universities in providing the best student experience. In the government's vision, 

one of the impediments for a better competition becomes the title of the ‘university', 

which the White paper proposes to review. This, according to the Paper, should open up 

the sector for new providers and remove the artificial barriers against smaller 

institutions. While seemingly a formal change, the implications of it for the idea of 

university appear as monumental. Not only did the government reduce the traditional 

idea of the university as a historical site of knowledge creation and protection, it 

championed the idea that in the higher education market there should be no barriers 

for any provider to compete for the students. More so, the decision was not driven by 

the content of what was taught, but rather by the expansion of the market to new 

providers. The establishment of the Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) was then proclaimed as the ‘promoter of a competitive system’. 

This is seen more explicitly in the way the idea of higher education is framed in the 

document. The whole essence of education is worded in the most simplistic manner 

possible: ‘higher education is a good thing in itself’ (BIS, 2011, p. 38). The idea of a 

personal development and the pursuit of knowledge are presented as a detrimental 

path for students. Thus, the Paper claims that although the students may be interested 

in studying a subject ‘regardless of what it means for their earnings’, the purpose of 

higher education includes preparation for ‘a rewarding career’ (ibid, p. 38). The idea of 

the economic benefit of education is thus placed central and further supported by the 

data and evidence from the world of the employers.  

In this environment of making a smooth transition between education and 

employment, the government attempts to create the image of a good student.  

According to the Paper, ‘a good student is not simply a consumer of other people’s 

knowledge, but actively draws on all the resources that a good university or college can 

offer to learn as much as they can’ (p. 33). This statement is suggestive of at least two 

implications. One is that the student’s role is as to consume the knowledge, rather than 
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to create it. Another is that through this consumption, the student must make the best 

use possible of available resources.  

In contrast to the earlier consumerist discourses about the students, the Paper 

implies that the students are intelligent consumers who know best how to make their 

way through their education experience. One way the Paper demonstrates this rhetoric 

is through the use of the word ‘meaningful’, as applied to the choice that the students 

can make. By claiming that ‘putting financial power into the hands of learners makes 

student choice meaningful’ (p. 5), the Paper reinforces the notion of the responsible 

individual, who, additionally, is rational enough to make his/her choice.  

Hence, the concept of the good student appears to be congruent to the 

remodelling of the relationship between the students and the universities, typical of the 

earlier consumerist discourses. In the Paper, this relationship is built on the new, yet 

contradictory, mechanisms.   

One such mechanism is envisaged through the ‘Charters’ that specify the 

partnership between the staff and the students. This partnership implies that the 

students engage with the information on the courses and standards, set expectations 

for the assessment and provide feedback.  However, there seems to be a contradiction 

in the way this policy document is constructed. On the one hand, students are engaged 

as rational and autonomous actors who are capable of making their way in the 

education marketplace. More so, they are now empowered to provide feedback to 

stimulate competition between the academics, to submit complaints to ‘trigger quality 

reviews'. In other words, they get both ‘empowered' for and ‘engaged' through 

behavioural acts that can be measured. On the other hand, they are portrayed as 

vulnerable individuals, whose intellectual engagement is distanced and who need to be 

empowered and protected by external bodies against their institutions.   

Another way the students are portrayed as vulnerable is through the obligation 

imposed on universities to make the students' welfare a priority and ‘to look after the 

welfare of their students' (ibid, p.35). At a first glance, the idea of the pastoral care 
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reappears quite explicitly in this document. Yet, in contrast to its earlier, more 

traditional notion, the welfare of the students includes merely ‘a good range of 

services’, which in the market-driven system translates into a customer care. So, while 

the notion of the students as adults fighting for their rights in the universities of 1960s 

was more about restrictions on their freedom, the concept of customer care as the new 

obligation of universities can hardly be opposed to by the students, or their parents 

(Williams, 2013).  

In 2017, the customer care relations between the students and the academics get 

solidified under the Consumer Rights Act.  This way the contractual relations between 

students and their institutions have become protected under the law. As the Act states, 

the university becomes a ‘trader and supplier of education services’ and the students 

are encouraged to exercise their right for an informed choice. Within it, the students 

can ‘get the information they need when deciding which university and course to 

choose, get fair treatment once there, and progress any complaints they may have 

should they subsequently be dissatisfied with their choice or an aspect of the 

educational service’ (CMA, 2015, p. 2). The discourses about empowered and engaged 

students and their special partnership with the university further get entrenched in the 

2017 Higher Education Act, the ‘most important legislation for the sector in 25 years’, in 

Viscount Younger’s words. I turn to this final discourse about students, which I frame as 

students as excellence evaluators.  

2015-2017 Teaching Excellence Framework  

At the centre of the Higher Education Act is the Teaching Excellence Framework 

(TEF), a framework aimed at ‘raising the quality and status of teaching in higher 

education institutions' (HEFCE, 2017). The framework, according to Neary (2016) 

appears as a paradigm shift in the history of teaching and learning in England. He notes, 

though, that this change is not sudden, but rather a cumulative one from the 

governments since the 1980s. Indeed, it was observed in this paper the extent to which 

the cumulative policies have been shifting away from the public higher education 
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towards higher education as a corporate entity based on competition and value for 

money. The reason why Neary calls this a fundamental change is mainly due to the way 

teaching and learning get centred on the rhetoric of the excellence-based evaluation. 

This motivation is not new, though. In the 1997 Dearing Report, the importance of 

teaching was stressed as central to research and scholarship. However, Dearing’s 

argument was about the imbalance between teaching and research that caused 

teaching to be undervalued (NCIHE, 1997). At the core of the present document is the 

shift in the status of the students, the independence of universities and the introduction 

of the new higher education providers. Many of these changes have been carried 

forward from the previous policies, such as the removal of the title of the university to 

open up the market for new providers (as in 2011 White Paper).  

What came new in the rhetoric of TEF was the notion of excellence, as a proxy 

for evaluation of teaching quality based on student satisfaction, employability, and 

learning gain. What it came to mean for the students was that they are not only entitled 

to, empowered and responsible for their educational choice, a discourse carried over 

from previous governments, but that they are positioned to ‘understand and evaluate 

the current performance’ of their institutions in terms of ‘excellence and future 

improvements’ (HEFCE, 2016, p. 2). It appears that the students are positioned as the 

sole evaluators of the teaching quality and that this evaluation can be quantified. Thus, 

the contractual relationship between the students and their academics has acquired a 

new dimension, that of ‘excellence evaluation'. To this final discourse, I now turn.   

4.3. Students as Excellence Evaluators  

The 2017 Act established the Office for Students, as a new governance model 

responsible for maintaining standards, awarding teaching grants, removing university 

status, monitoring efficacy (HM Government, 2017). The new regulatory body under the 

name of Office for Students comes to substitute the existing agencies of Higher 

Education Funding Council, England (HEFCE), Office for Fair Access and Office of the 

Independent Adjudicator (OIA). This, however, does not appear to be a merely 
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structural change. As Collini (2017, p. 170) notes, for the first time a ‘higher education 

regulator is explicitly designed to promote the student interest and approach higher 

education through student lens'. In effect, through this document, the government has 

made explicit that students, positioned at the heart of the system, are customers who 

are entitled to educational choice. 

The main aim of the TEF, defined by the government, is ‘to recognize excellent 

teaching, in addition to existing national quality requirements for universities, colleges 

and other higher education providers (HEFCE, 2017, p. 18).  What the government 

envisioned under the concept of excellence appears to be a conflicting notion, though. 

On the one hand, excellence incorporates the diversity of the sector, which is 

considered crucial, since ‘not all students will achieve their best with the same model of 

teaching’ (ibid). By this, the government proposes to break down the TEF metrics to 

facilitate the access for the disadvantaged groups of students and encourages the 

institutions that ‘welcome and support students from a range of backgrounds’ (DBIS, 

2015, p. 22). On the other hand, the notion of excellence is proclaimed as central for the 

teaching reforms that will ‘drive the value for money both for students investing in their 

education’ (ibid). Thus, excellence becomes the quality of teaching that the fee paying 

students and the prospective employers ‘have a right to expect’ (Business Innovation 

and Skills Committee, 2016, p. 13).  

This is additionally seen in the way the document highlights the role of education 

for the students. On the one hand, it notes that ‘education is more than just wages’ and 

that graduates will ‘consciously choose to go into occupations that do not maximize 

their incomes’. On the other hand, the ambitions for graduates to devote themselves to 

education for personal development are nullified by claiming that once the graduates 

have higher earnings, they will be able to repay their loans faster.  Hence, excellence 

becomes the proxy for finding the value for money in their learning that will lead to 

‘faster and fuller repayment of student loans’ (ibid). 
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This is further reinforced in the student-designated brochure. The aims of the 

TEF as presented as two-fold there. One is to ‘give students clear information about 

where teaching quality is best and where students have achieved the best outcomes. 

The other is to encourage a stronger focus on the quality of teaching in higher education 

(HEFCE, 2016). Thus, in the first instance, the current students are charged with the 

power to make judgments about the excellent teaching quality, while in the second 

instance, the future students are entitled to be well-informed about the quality of 

teaching for their prospective studies. This information, however, is filtered down to the 

‘hours students spend in lectures, seminars and tutorials’, which appear to be the 

metrics for quality.  

Throughout the document, the universities are positioned in the same category of 

‘higher education providers’. Along with other providers, they will be assessed according 

to three criteria, which are the teaching quality, the learning environment and the 

student outcomes and learning gain, and will be granted with gold, silver and bronze 

awards (HEFCE, 2016). The document further stresses the partnership between the 

universities, the businesses and the government, which implies working in a tandem to 

address the supply and demand in the labour market. However, in the government’s 

vision, it is the businesses that are the active partners with the state. This tandem of the 

state and the business appears to stand in opposition to the universities, whose 

performance is now being evaluated jointly by the state and businesses.  

Summary of Chapter 4 

The discussion of the discourses about students in post-2010 era has shown the 

prevalence of the utilitarian views of them in the context of the shifting nature and role 

of universities. The review of the policy documents has demonstrated the conception of 

an ideal student as an individual who, through educational experience, prepares oneself 

for the success in the global employment market (Kelly, Fair and Evans, 2017). The 

adoption of the principles of new public management manifested in the increasing 

emphasis on the competition between universities, the repositioning of the universities 
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as business industries and the pursuit of excellence as a criterion of performativity, 

contributed to the changing relations between the universities, their students and the 

government.  

 The view of the students as economic individuals, for whom education is a 

private investment capitalizing their future earnings, appears to be taking over the 

Robbins’ ideal of the cultivated individual, whose ambitions were to engage 

intellectually and to commit to the ideals of citizenship and the social democracy. While 

the vocational purposes of education have long been important for students, the 

growing consumerist discourse about students comes to reduce them into a utilitarian 

identity. Molesworth et al. (2010) argue that under the market-oriented system, the 

education process became instilled with an acquisitive and possessive mode, whereby 

the discourses about students appear on the shift from being a student towards having 

(e.g. a degree or a job). Rationales for such shifts are discussed as part of the global 

trend of education expansion, as a result of which the public higher education system 

became too complex for the state to fund and thus market mechanisms were put in 

place to drive efficiency and competition. These were accompanied with the new 

management principles imported from the private sector that were based on 

monitoring and measuring the professional activities of institutions. As a result, the 

‘social compact’ between the government, the universities (their students) and the 

society has become broken (Naidoo, 2014). 

In the final chapter, I would like to carry on the discussion about the key means this 

social contract has been broken. In what follows, I use the postmodernist debate and 

situate this analysis in the framework of the Postmodern Condition offered by Lyotard.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion  

 

I commenced this study with the purpose to explore the various ways the students 

have been conceptualized in the official discourse in England by looking at three distinct 

periods in the English higher education. Taking each of these periods as my departure 

points, I reviewed the key official texts, such as the government policy documents, key 

official reports and various legislative documents that allowed me to distinguish a 

number of student discourse categories. This review of the official texts in this study 

allows me to compile a certain typology of the student discourses for each of the time-

period. The table below summarizes the categories within each time-span.   

Table 1. Typology of Main Student Discourses in Three Time-Periods 

 

This table is no way exhaustive of all the categories of the student discourses, 

however, the summary here is suggestive of a number of implications discussed earlier 

in this paper. The typology shows the transitional nature of the student discourses over 

time stretching from the liberal views of them as intellectuals and partners in the 

academic community towards increasing utilitarian views about them in the period 

following the introduction of the principles of the new public management and the free 



61 
 

market. In brief, this can be considered the answer to the question posed in the in the 

introductory chapter in this study: what happened to the Robbins' principles on the way 

on creating the contemporary higher education system in England. This paper 

attempted to explore the ways these principles affected the inter-relations between the 

state, the universities and the students and the ways these changing relations brought 

about the discourses about students.  

However, this discussion would have been incomplete without addressing the 

fundamental question, which is how essentially this can be explained. For this purpose, I 

would like to locate the discussion about the developments in English higher education 

into the framework of postmodernism, as a perceptive for understanding the conditions 

that explain these changes.  

Postmodernism is a contested concept and it draws on a number of theoretical 

sources which make it difficult to define it as a coherent theory. Deriving from post-

structuralism, its main significance lies in the power to explain the societal, cultural, 

political and economic changes in our societies as we move from the national into the 

international and global and from production into consumption. It comes as an attack 

on modernism, the values of which are considered costly and inadequate. 

Postmodernism offers concepts and insights into the ways how higher education is 

constituted and what profound changes it faces in the post-modern society(Bloland, 

2005).  

For the purposes of this study, I refer to Lyotard’s perspective on postmodernism 

outlined in his Postmodern Condition. For Lyotard, postmodernism is defined as 

‘incredulity towards metanarratives’, in other words, a certain scepticism towards 

universals that legitimize the assumptions of modernism (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv). The 

metanarratives legitimate discourses and lock society in a restrictive system of thought. 

According to this, the modernist ways of knowledge are legitimized through 

metanarratives of the dialectics of spirit, humanity as a hero of liberty, the creation of 

wealth (Lyotard, 1984). In the postmodernity, these narratives no longer exist. For 
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Lyotard, the method through which the meta-narratives get broken is through 

legitimating the status of knowledge, in other words, defining who has the power to 

decide what knowledge is. To explore this question, Lyotard defines the concept of 

‘language games', as discourses where players' speech is determined by the socially 

bound rules. Players in such language games are embedded in the relations of power, 

whereby each player's speech is viewed as a ‘move' directed at establishing superiority 

over each other. These language games do not exist in a vacuum but are subject to ‘the 

contract between the players' determined by the rules (ibid, p.9). Hence, a change in the 

rules will lead to the changes in the game.   

In the postmodern times, as Lyotard argues, the notion of performativity comes as 

a ‘viable criterion for judging worth’ (ibid, p.11). From this perspective, anything 

undertaken in terms of efficiency, quality assurance and marketability becomes justified 

as an increase in productivity. The principle of performativity, then, acquires a dominant 

function in subordinating the universities ‘to the existing powers’. This, according to 

Lyotard, defines the reason for the higher education to exist solely through its 

contribution to the performativity of the economy.  

The implications of the Lyotard’s framework for this study can be summarized in a 

number of points.  

In his Postmodern Condition, Lyotard (1984) develops an argument on the changing 

status of knowledge as societies enter the post-industrial age. In this sense, the central 

task of the universities becomes ‘to create skills, not ideals’ that are integral to the 

social system to tackle the global competition. In contrast to the modernist views, 

where the task of the education was ‘the formation and dissemination of a general 

model of life’, the postmodernist view of the transmission of knowledge becomes 

functional, that is, it aims ‘to supply the system with players’ who fulfill their roles in 

certain posts within their institutions. Hence, the goal of the higher education becomes 

to supply the social system with the skills that meet this system’s needs and sustain its 

cohesion (Lyotard, 1984).  
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As the metanarratives of the modernity get deconstructed under the scepticism of 

the post-industrial age, the social bond between the state and the university gets 

broken. The state and the universities no longer share the universal rules of the 

language games, but rather each utilizes their own moves defined by the smaller 

discourses. The new relationship between the state and the university is now based on 

the principles of ‘commodity producers and consumers to these commodities', where 

knowledge becomes the commodity sold and consumed, rather than an end in itself 

(p.49). From this perspective, the period of the Robbins Report in the 1960s perhaps is 

the final liberal narrative of the English higher education, as it was still dominated by the 

belief that higher education was positioned as a cultural good (Barnett, 1990). As the 

later developments in the society bring more economic visions of the education, the 

appearance of the knowledge society redefines the epistemological functions of the 

universities and treats them as sites of economic investment. The idea of higher 

education as a private, or economic good, is thus supported at both societal and 

individual levels. These narratives are clear in the major reports after the Robbins’. Thus, 

for instance, in the Dearing Report, it is argued that the goal of the higher education is 

vital for the development of the knowledge-based economy through collaboration with 

the industry and the businesses. This, as Lyotard points out, appears to be one of the 

manifestations of the ‘subordination of the higher education to the existing powers’.  

The changing circumstances of knowledge leave an imprint on the way the 

universities are constituted. This brings the second implication from the Lyotard’s work, 

which is the change in the system of the universities towards the principle of 

performativity. The metanarrative of the knowledge as a discovery of the truth gets 

deconstructed and performativity takes over as totalizing the university and the social 

system in which it operates. As argued in the paper, the principle of performativity has 

widely altered the nature of the academic culture bringing a shift from the culture of the 

‘partnership and collegiality’ to the culture of management, measurement and 

governance. One way this was observable was through charter systems defining the 

contractual relations between the students and the academics. The social bond 
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between these two constituencies became constructed on the principles of the service 

provided by the academics to their students, which can be measured by numerous 

mechanisms, such as feedback, complaints, evaluations and so forth. Moreover, the 

establishment of the various external agencies (QAA, HEFCE, Office for Students), as 

safeguards for this ‘service provision’, further underscored the performativity principles 

towards which the universities should function.  

Ultimately, the principles of performativity undoubtedly affected the concept of the 

student.  Lyotard (1984, p. 50) argues that the postmodern student ‘is no longer a youth 

from the liberal elite’.  Rather, the transformation of the universities and the changing 

status of knowledge have positioned the student in a relation to the university in terms 

of ‘a la carte’ transmission of knowledge. Within the principles of performativity, the 

university promotes knowledge for individuals for the purpose of improving skills or job 

performance, as well as acquiring new information and technical skills. This has been 

observed in the changing discourses since the policies of the higher education expansion 

from the 1960s, one impact of which has been the increased vocationalism in the 

curriculum of the newer universities. Certainly, the vocational purposes of universities 

have always been integral to the university education. However, in the 1960s the 

metanarratives of the modern times, legitimized by the discourses of ‘the formation and 

dissemination of a general model of life’ were still the grand narratives. As the society 

transitioned into the post-industrial age, they became deconstructed by the overtaking 

economic narratives of education.  

Thus, the explorations of the how questions earlier in this study, that is, Cowen’s 

question of ‘getting here from there’ seem to find their interpretations in the 

postmodernity framework that has been used here to explain the societal, cultural, 

political and economic transitions. The next logical question that perhaps comes up is 

what can be done. But this is a matter of another study. The review of the prevailing 

literature and the data collected and thematically analyzed in this study hopefully 

provides a useful historical overview of the ways in which the concept of the student 

has altered in the English higher education history. Further research can extend this 
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study into providing policy recommendations on the implications of the official 

discourse on the academic identities of the students. Researching the topic 

comparatively across countries, again from the historical perspective, can be yet 

another exciting task to tackle.   
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